nef report in the ‘ Pe()ple section of my

I avoMte ncwspaper one morning, but it was enough to

make me sick. (The Star Tribune is my favorite not just

because it’s the only daily in my hometown, but because 1
spent 10 years as a “Star reporter” there.)

‘Fhe itemmid that Roseanne, the W serics, was being
droppc!ﬂ!ﬂ‘ﬂc at the end of the season "ecause theé cost
wouldn't be worth it according to the New York Daily
News. That cost (hold your nose) was $2.5 million per
episode!

If youw've ever had the misfosggne 1o sec a segment of
this. vulgar sitcom, you too would feel ke throwing up To
add to my indigestion, the headline on the “People”section
wis “Guess no more: ‘Ellen’ to camse out as a lesbian* How
fdny millions per haif-hour does that show cost ABC#

When the evening’s TV fare looks too bleak, my wife and
I sometimes rent a video. Despite our sons’ warnings, we
decided a few weeks ago to lay out $3.95 for Fargo, made
by two brothers born and raised in Minnesota, and now
reaping many best-of-the-year accolades.

I know, I know. The movie carries an R rating from the
Motion Picture Association of America and an A-IV rating
(adults only, with reservations) from the U.S. Catholic
Conference. Despite its
title, Fargo (in North
Dakota) is about Minne-
sota, and it was getting so
many awards and nomina-
tions, well, we were curi-
ous.

Until 1 saw Fargo, |
wasn’t sure what * black
humor” really meang. Nei-
ther my wife nor I laughed
all evening. Apparently this “black” means stupid, deidly,
foul-mouthed and unrelated to real life. The actors werexcar-
icatures, not human beings:,,

Small-town people, in Minnesota or elsewhere, don’t go
to bed with their clothes, boots and furry hats on. Every
other grunt is not the F-word that rhymes with muck. The
Jbad guys run from mindless murder of the innocent to
buck-naked, pony-tailed, bed-bouncing prostitution. This-is
Academy Award fare?,

We now know how much it costs to produce one half-
hour of Roseanne. Fargo was a low-budget atrocity, but it
will probably rake in millions from both video and movie
fans. S0 what can the Church do to compete with the
appeal of Hollywood’s growing attacks on good taste, ¢om-
mon scase and, yes, fitfifly values?

The task seems hopelgss. The Church has wrestled with
it for a long tjme. Remember the Legion of Decency? When
we stood up at Mass one Sunday, a year to take the phedge
against supparting bad movies and plays?  «

The U.S. bishops now conduct an annual collection
(May 17-18 this year) to help them compete with seculag

/U'%'g/ven tdgaﬁgeen Enough?

THE TIME OF OUR LIVES

What can the Church
do to compete with
‘Hollywood’s attacks on
family values?

)

. entertainmentOf the more than $6 million collected: in
. 1995, half was spent on nationwide media activities. The

other half was kept in local dioceses for grassroots pro-
grams.

.- Question: How much will $3 million help you take on
Hollywood? Answer: Not quite two weeks’ worth of
Roseanne. Olviously, the bishops need a few other ideas.
The February issue of Proclaim, the bishops’ communica-
tions committee newsletter, reports what’s in the works.

The committee allocated $650,000 for the third year of
TV public service announcements. It renewed financing
the Catholic Communications Campaign (CCC) toll-free
movie review line. The number is 1-800-311-4CCC.

The bishops funded 10 media, print, research and
Internet projects, cooperating with ecumenical and inter-
faith bodies here and abroad. Topics include euthanasia,
church attendance, sacred music, migrant ministry and the
life of German Lutheran theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer.

The U.S. collection will be held on World Communi-
cations Day 1997, proclaimed by Pope John Paul II. “Com-
municating Jesus: The Way, the Truth and the Life” is this
year’s theme.

The pope requested cooperation among all Christians to
increase religious and spir-
itual media programming.
“It would be a significant
ecumenical achievement,”
he said, if Christians could
cooperate more closely...
in the media,” as they pre-
pare for the jubilee year
2000.

“Ii iS5 p0tL£a8Y O remain,
optimistic abeut the posi-
tive influence of the mass madia,” the pope said,“when t.hey
appear cither to jgnore the vital role of religion in people’s
lives, ar when the treatment that religious belief receives
seems consistently negative and unsympathetic.”

Expressing concern about “uninvited” media images in
the home, Pope John Paul said it is “particularly hard for par-
ents to guard their children from unwholesome messages
and to insure that their (children’s) education...comes
about in a way that is appropriate to their age and sensibil-
ity, and to their developing sense of right and wrong.”

So what can we in the pew possibly do when more than
half of all films rated by the bishops last year were suitable
for adults only? First of all, be as generous as you can to the
Communications Collection. And, unlike me, pay more,
attention to the movie and TV ratings, and comﬂ!‘ﬂﬂ ‘when
they’re wrong. Your input is important. Otherwise, you
could spend the eveaing with a good book. Ll

Editor cmeritus of The Catbalic Spirit, acwspaper of the St
Paul and Minneapolis Archdiocese, Beenard Casserly writes on
senior Citivens’ concerns for the Catholic proess.
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In March 1996, television executives and
President Clinton met in a much-publi-
cized rapprochement between an industry
and a chief executive, each of whom was
eager to appear to be seizing the moral

high ground. The industry was coming
under increasingly heavy fire from par-
ents fed up with onscreen sex and vio-
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lence. The chief executive’s motives for
calling the meeting were less clear.
Regardless, it was a lovefest that came in
the wake of the 1996 Federal Telecom-
munications Act, which required new TV
sets to have the so-called V-chip, the
device that enables parents to block out
objectionable shows.
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o make a complaint about a radio or television program, Morality in Media
suggests you write the Federal Communications Commission, Mass Media
Bureau, 2025 M Street NW, Room 8210, Washington, DC 20554. To complain

about a cable television program, write the Federal Communications
Commission, Cable Services Bureau, 1919 M Street NW, Washington, DC 20554.
If a program is morally offensive but not “indecent,” the best persons to make
complaints to are the program'’s sponsors.

Dremocratic Sen. Ernest F Hollings
of South Carolina, who introduced leg-
islation in February to require a con-
tent-based rating system, described
the ratings offered by Valenti as “con-
fusing” and “totally unresponsive” to
parcats’ expresseéd wishes.,

Canada’s Rating System A rating sys-
tem of the sort favored by advocacy
groups is now being tested in Canada,
and no one seems to have any difficul-
ty understanding it. Shows in Canada,
besides being graded as to age suit-
ability, receive ratings on an intensity
scale of 1-5 in the categories of vio-
lence, language and sex. The numbers
are keyed to adjectives like “brief
“comedic;” “mild” and “suggestive”

As for the alleged difficulty of rat-
ing so many shows, one has to pre-
sume that when the producers decide
what age group their shows are suit-
able for, they do not act arbitrarily but
rather do exactly what advocacy
groups want them to do: evaluate the:

intensity of language, violence and
se. How much of a greater effort,
then, would it require to let the rest of
us in on their caiculations?

It is especially telling that a long-
time colleague of Valenti's, Richard D.
Heffner, for nearly two decades the
director of the MPAA's Code and
Rating Administration, parted compa-
ny on this issue with his former boss.
In a letter to The New York Times,
Heftner wrote that the movie and tele-
vision industries could give the public

what it wants, an information-based *F ¢y

rating system, without undue difficul-
ty. Such a system, he said, was, in fact,
tested effectively during his term as
the head of the rating administration.

The Bottom Line Why is it that the
television industry (like the movie
industry before it) is so dead set
against an information-based system?
Think about it. If you're a producer
and your show is consistently rated
high in sexual content, violence or

CONTENT BASED

inappropriate language, it tends to
impugn your creativity. To come right
out and tell the whole world that you
can't get by without laying on sex and
violence with a trowel is not some-
thing that most producers would like
to do. It's much more palatable to tag
your show as suited or not suited to a
particular age group without going
into embarrassing particulars.

But much more significant is the
effect of the bottom line. A sponsor
might not be that concerned about
having its flagship product associated
with a TV-14 or even TV-M program
but might well think twice if the same
program was frankly described as
heavy on language, sex or violence or
any combination thereof.

For the sake of the bottom. ling,
then, Valenti and the television idus-
try are willing to defy the wishes of
the parents of America. For make %
mistake about it, Valenti is offering to
us this bland and cryptic age-based rat-

system on 4 take-it-or-leave-it basis.
*dapseto weigh it in the Bal-
ance and find it wanting, as it indeed
should, then Valenti has promised that
he will be in court in a “nanosecond,”
charging infringement of First
Amendment rights. ()

Michael Gallagher writes about media
issues for this magazine.
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Beside mandating the V-chip, the
telecommunications act also stipulated
that the television industry devise a vol-
untary rating system to assist parents in
making decisions as to what to exclude.
If the industry failed to come up with a
satisfactory system by February 1997,
the law instructed the Federal
Communications Commission to
appoint a committee of its own to
establish guidelines.

Faced with the dread specter of
government intervention, the lords of
television duly promised to comply. So
began a series of weekly meetings
presided over by Jack Valenti, longtime
president of the Motion Picture
Association of America. Valenti and 25
others from the television industry
met for the better part of a year on
how best to promote the welfare of
you and your children without cutting
back on the TV industry’s enormous
profit margin.

Understanding the New Ratings Lo,
the mountain labored and last
December brought forth, if not pre-
cisely a mouse, a feeble creature with
weak teeth that bears an uncanny
resemblance to the movie ratings that
the durable Valenti himself midwifed
into the world nearly 30 vears ago.

What kind of system was it? Despite
an overwhelming demand on the part
of parents polled for a system that gives
information about the content of
shows, and similar requests from the
American Academy of Child and
Adolescent Psychiatry and the National
Parent-Teacher Association among oth-
ers, what Valenti and his colleagues
unveiled last December and what went
into operation this past January was an
age-based rating system that tells par-
ents absolutely nothing about the con-
tent of the programs rated.

It runs as follows: TV-G designates
shows suitable for all audiences; TV-
PG designates those with some mater-
ial unsuitable for young children, such
as coarse language, suggestive dia-
logue or limited violence; TV-14
“strongly cautions” parents to beware
of sexual content, strong dialogue and
more intense language that may not
be appropriate for children younger
than 14; TV-M designates shows
designed for adults with profanity,
graphic violence and explicit sex.

For children’s programming there
are two ratings: TV-K, designating
shows suitable for all youngsters, and
TV-K7, shows advised only for chil-
dren 7 and above.

The ratings apply to all entertain-
ment and children’s programming but
not news, sports, promotional spots
and commercials. (Valenti’'s commit-
tee, as of this writing, is still debating
which programs will be defined as
“news.”) The crucial judgments about
age-suitability arc made by the very
same men and women, mostly men,
who produce the programs. The rat-
ings appear in the upper left corner of
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the picture for the first 15 seconds of
a show, and they’re also supposed to
appear in TV guides and newspaper
listings.

Rating the Ratings As might be
expected, the public reaction has
been overwhelmingly negative,
which, despite the immense lobbying
power of the entertainment industry,
might cause serious problems when it
comes to gaining Federal Communi-
cations Commission approval.

Seq. joseph Licbcrman, 2 Connecti-
cue Democrat; declaved that Valenti’s
coiumittee had prodeced a “turkey®
and called the age-based code “confys-
ing and disappointing” One of.
Lieberman’s: more prominent con-
stitucnts, moveover, &8 working mother
with children ages 3 to 17, pro-
nounced the rating system “inscruta-
bie! Her namve #s/NMervt Streep.

Democratic Rep. Edward J. Markey
of Massachusetts, the original sponsor
of V-chip legislation, was no less harsh
in his criticism. “They're saying,” said
the congressman at a December press
conference, “that everyone should
appreciate how hard they’ve worked
to slightly redesign a 1960s system for
a 1990s 100-TV-channel universe
where parents are demanding more
information.”

Markey pointed out that the “V”in
V-chip, which he had intended to sig-
nify violence, was now robbed of its
meaning, since the TV industry was
determined to give no clue as to why
a program was assigned to 4 particular
age category.

Markey also predicted that the PG
rating would become a “blackhole into
which producers will drop the major-
ity of shows.” Events have proven him
a true prophet. Once the ratings went
in effect in January, all but a handful of
shows have becn tagged PG by thelr
producers. gEaLs
and Boseanie tend to cofitain “mates-
ial unsuitable for young, children”?

- Al wihar good @0es 1t do.parents?

Valenti has consistently argued that
an information-based system would
simply be too difficult to administer
because of the vast number of shows,
and besides, it would be hard to under-
stand. Speaking before a Senate
Commerce Committee in late
February, Valenti again defended the
rating system and claimed that con-
tent-based alternatives were excessive-
ly complex and hard for parents to use.

Loretta SA. Harmon
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